





SPEAKING TRUTH TO SCIENCE. Winston/Law







Ever since Marchmont Needham – the Mercurius Britannicus’s publisher, editor and reporter - got hold of secret papers found in the panniers on the defeated Charles I’s horse after the battle of Naseby (14 June, 1645), the newspaper scoop revealing sensational, secret information has lain at the heart of the Anglophone press’s exercise of free expression. Revealing such news is the ultimate way it guards the guardians, how it speaks truth to power. So no surprise then, that, despite The Sun’s unstinting editorial support of the government, on 25 June, 2021, the paper splashed (pages 1,2,3,4 & 5) Robert Patterson and Tom Well’s  “World Exclusive”:  
CHEATING HANCOCK
Matt Hancock’s secret affair with aide Gina Coladangelo is exposed after office snogs while Covid raged on.
From the outset of the pandemic, since March of last year, the press, largely conservative in its politics, has been supportive of UK prime-minister Boris Johnson’s right-wing government, “doing its best”. But such has been the ineptitude, confusions, inefficiencies, prevarications and mendacities – not to mention its groping proclivities -- -- even the most loyal and propagandistic platforms have vigorously exposed short comings.  
Not so with the science. 
For the last four centuries that modern, ie post-Baconian, science and the newspapers have co-existed, journalists have reflected the western public’s general deferential approach to scientists. Whether its outcomes are socially positive or negative, science’s practitioners are almost always uninterrogated white-coated keepers of black-boxed mysteria. Even when reporting the far-from-uncommon disputes between scientists themselves, the press tends towards a gaged neutrality on the substance of the rows. There is, in play, a fundamental, deep-seated inability to speak truth to science and, it is probable, that the coverage of the pandemic, especially in its initial stages, will prove to be a classic instance of this failing.

“Sing Happy Birthday Twice”

On 3 March, 2020, Boris Johnson’s finally emerged to address the nation in his first televised COVID 19 press briefing. The Prime Minster was reassuring: 
Our country remains extremely well prepared…. Let’s not forget – we already have a fantastic NHS, fantastic testing systems and fantastic surveillance of the spread of disease….  Finally, crucially, we must not forget what we can all do to fight this virus.… wash your hands with soap and hot water for the length of time it takes to sing Happy Birthday twice.
(https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-at-coronavirus-press-conference-3-march-2020 (​https:​/​​/​www.gov.uk​/​government​/​speeches​/​pm-statement-at-coronavirus-press-conference-3-march-2020​)w.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-at-coronavirus-press-conference-3-march-2020.
Johnson said of his approach that: “the principle that will guide us in all these decisions is the scientific advice”. And, as if to demonstrate that this was indeed what he was doing in announcing -- in effect -- government inaction, he appeared flanked by an embodiment of science and medicine: the UK’s chief medical officer, Professor Chris Whitty, and Sir Patrick Vallance, the chief scientific adviser. The three then took some 25 questions from the press.  
Leaving aside an asinine query of The Daily Mail reporter, who asked Johnson if he thought the British still possessed the Bulldog Spirit that had seen them through the Second World War (Johnson did), the rest of the corps sought soberer, practical information about fake news and handshaking, public order and holiday plans, panic buying, emergency powers, wages and business support, military deployments and EU cooperation. And the big question was also put by the BBC: how many dead could be expected? 
Evaluating any answer -- straight or encoded -- given to this by the government needed not just scientific understanding in general but also specific comprehension of probabilitstics, neither requirement speaking to the press’s strengths -- especially the latter. Outside of the sports pages, journalists are befuddled by probability. Like the mass of the population, they still inhabit a Newtonian universe of laws and certainties. Probabilistics, if recognised at all, is a rather incomprehensible consequence of the study of comprehensive statistical records, which were barely kept before the 19th century. In the 1820s, the Wallonian mathematician, Adolphe Quetelet, had first noted “remarkable consistencies” in these numbers sufficient to allow for a theory of probabilities that, he thought, ought to serve as the basis for the study of all the science: “Chance that mysterious, much abused word”, he wrote in 1835, “should be considered only a veil for our ignorance”. But for the public, including the press, (as Mark Twain was to put it). probabilistics soon became a matter of “lies, damned lies, and statistics”. 
It is this blindness to the probabilistic principles underpinning epidemiology of the panademic, the core science – virology aside -- involved, which constitutes the press’s basic failure to speak truth to science.
In answer to the BBC’s direct question, Professor Whitty, backing up the Prime Minister, could be confident that anything he said would be unchallenged:
You ask me about the best guess on numbers. There are certain things we know now and I think we are reasonably confident that overall probably around 1% of people who get this virus might end up dying based on the Chinese experience. Even for the highest risk group, the great majority will survive this if you look at the Chinese data. What we cannot be sure of is what proportion of the population can get infected… it will not go above 80%. 
And, on this basis, the press accepted that the government’s laissez-faire response– in essence, sing ‘Happy Birthday’ while you wash your hands and, if you like, keep your distance – was a reasonable, scientifically endorsed option. But it was, of course, no such thing: it was chimerical -- as Whitty’s statement clearly reveals to any scientifically informed reporter. 				
Leaving aside the (curious?) sudden faith in the Chinese data, Whitty and Sir Patrick refused to speculate on a number: but the ‘80%’ does actually veil a concrete figure. It has to have been based on a very simple epidemiological calculation of the level of infections required for natural immunity to the virus -- what we would come (via the press) to designate as the ‘herd immunity’ percentage – to be in place. The application of that concept to the spread of a human disease dates back to explanations of the course run by outbreaks of diphtheria and measles in the US between the 20th century’s two world wars. 
Essentially, it is an epidemiological given that surviving a viral infection usually conveys immunity and, therefore, a viral disease in any population will naturally slowly burn itself out as its survivors prove resistant to re-infection. The level needed for this to occur depends on the infectivity rate of the disease in question which is expressed by a basic ‘Rate of Infectivity’ or ‘R0’ number. Fairly complex, but well-understood, models are used to estimate the value of R from the rate of new cases presenting. If the result of the application of this formula is less than 1, the disease is not spreading in an epidemic fashion, but still may spread to other people. 
Whitty, while refusing openly to state the probable death-toll herd immunity theory suggested, had to have been considering infectivity rates based on the limited number of cases then presenting themselves to arrive at the 80% infection level he mentioned. The unspoken R0  figure to be deduced from this must have ranged between 2 and 4, ie every person contracting the disease was passing it on to at least 2 others. An R0 at that level implied that, some 72.4%, at least, of the UK population needed to have been infected before the disease would began to burn itself out (based on a R0 of 3.5). Whitty was being cautious rounding it up to 80% to be sure of immunity. But he was actually saying that, as the quickest route to a herd immunity figure being reached, the government was opting to do little or nothing about the general population. With the Chinese admitting a 1% fatality rate, that meant – open the calculator on your phone -- the handwashing, voluntary social distancing lassez-faire “advice” being given risked, at least, 425,000 dead in a population of 68.2 million. The government had cause to keep silent about this, obviously, fearing public outrage and panic if such a death toll were admitted but the press did not come close to reporting it. 
Savvier journalists would have realised that herd immunity was the “science” actually in play; and, more importantly, they would have then seen that the government’s response better reflected a political, not a scientifically grounded, choice. Johnson and his cabinet had decided that defending millions of livelihoods by keeping the country open would be more important than protecting an unknown number of probable, or possible, at-risk lives. Herd immunity was unmentioned and even had it been, the press would likely have accepted it as an unopenable scientific “black-box”. The BBC’s question went, essentially, unanswered. 
The following “the science” rhetoric was, anyway, asinine because there is rarely only one science (as Venki Ramakrishnan, the Nobelist and then President of the Royal Society, was quick to point out in his RS blog). Ramakrishnan, Venki (2020). ‘Following the science’, (Blog), Royal Society, 18 May (https://royalsociety.org/blog/2020/05/following-the-science (​https:​/​​/​royalsociety.org​/​blog​/​2020​/​05​/​following-the-science​)).
 The scientific reality was that COVID 19’s virulence and its infectivity rate had hardly been determined nor was the effectivity of post-infection immunity known; and, above all, there were no available therapies -- no vaccines.  The only sound guidance to protect lives over livelihoods actually available was, in essence, more common sense than scientific.  Putting lives first could only be achieved by “mitigation”: test, trace and isolate – TTI --  in the context of a sharp national lockdown with closed borders. Without callous disregard for life, herd immunity could not really be in play.




It was to be reported (23 September, 2020) by BBC News that: “Coronavirus: Whitty and Vallance faced 'herd immunity' backlash, emails show”; but this did not leak at the time (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-54252272 (​https:​/​​/​www.bbc.co.uk​/​news​/​uk-politics-54252272​)); and the public position was unchanged. At a press briefing on 13 March, Professor Whitty said, although a plethora advice etc.  had been promulgated, it was still too early to close facilities wholesale and generally impose social distancing. Vallance gave the reason: “It's not possible to stop everybody getting [the disease] and it's also actually not desirable because you want some immunity in the population”. 
Nevertheless, Johnson declared that, in sum, the country was now on a war footing (https://www.instagram.com/p/B9z8T_ugos6/?hl=en-gb (​https:​/​​/​www.instagram.com​/​p​/​B9z8T_ugos6​/​?hl=en-gb​)) – but he did not, for example, invoke The Defence of the Realm Act (1914) as amended -- or some new emergency civilian alternative thereto -- which actually would put the country on a war footing. On the contrary, his government’s actions were, in effect, to leave the borders open. Most anti-aircraft guns were left unattended and nobody bothered to open the air-raid shelters, either. Such “mitigations” (e.g, TTI) being developed were largely abandoned and life was to just go on -- although the over-70s (including, presumably, those sent back to their case homes without testing) were advised to avoid cruise-ships. Bulldog spirit intact, thousands of all-too-happy-to-mingle horse-racing fans (no doubt with well-scrubbed hands) were allowed to gather for the traditional two-centuries old horse-race meet in Cheltenham. The press, “science” unexamined, was nevertheless left wondering why the UK was at odds with its neighbours in not locking down.  
Finally, in an interview with Sky News on that day, Vallance explained that a lockdown might need to be for an economically devastating four months and might not even then work because nobody would be naturally immunised as a consequence of surviving the disease
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2XRc389TvG8 (​https:​/​​/​www.youtube.com​/​watch?v=2XRc389TvG8​)). Ergo, he finally admitted that: “[t]he government was trying…  to build up some degree of herd immunity”. What percentage of the population would that take to achieve, asked Sky? Sir Patrick replied (dropping down from Whitty’s 80% hint) “probably around 60% or so”. “Six…. 60%????,” came the somewhat surprised interjection. Vallance confirmed: “60% is the sort of figure you need to get herd immunity”. Even without a calculator, the implication was obvious enough for Sky News to point out: “That’s an awful lot of people dying in this country”.  “Yes, of course”, Vallance agreed, “we do face the prospect of an increasing number of people dying. That is a real prospect. This is a nasty disease…. [but] for most people, mild disease”. In effect, he seemed to be saying: think ’flu (forgetting that has a vaccine and a considerably lower R0) and rest easy.
By now, hospitalizations were increasing by around 450 a day and some 500 scientists, hearing “herd immunity” confirmed as the basis of policy, broke cover, knowing full well what that meant. They all signed an open letter to Sir Patrick suggesting that: herd immunity at this point did not seem a viable option, as this would at least put the NHS at an even stronger level of stress, “risking many more lives than necessary” (https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/coronavirus-uk-scientists-letter-government-plan-herd-immunity-a9402661.html). The cognitive dissonance needed to accept the administration’s rhetoric and behaviour was rapidly evaporating and, on 16 March, some of the government’s own specialist epidemiological advisors issued an even more brutally candid unambiguously blunt public warning. The state-funded Centre for Global Infectious Disease Analysis at London’s Imperial College of Science, published Report 9 - Impact of non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) to reduce COVID-19 mortality and healthcare demand (https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/medicine/sph/ide/gida-fellowships/Imperial-College-COVID19-NPI-modelling-16-03-2020.pdf).
As NPIs (eg; hand-washing and suggested social distancing) were not working, Report 9 starkly insisted that: “Suppression [i.e. full lockdown] is the only viable strategy at this time”. And even then, with such full “mitigation”, 25,000 deaths could be expected. Without it, confirming the deduction possible from Whitty’s ‘80%’ or Vallance’s ‘60%’, it openly stated that half million dead would be the probable consequence. 
On that same day, by INSTAGRAM, Johnson, still without naming herd immunity as the actual basis for his policy, admitted his concern had been with livelihoods: “to keep the economy growing…. the UK is also at the front of the effort to back business, to back our economy to make sure that we get through it’ 
(https://www.instagram.com/p/B9z8T_ugos6/?hl=en-gb (​https:​/​​/​www.instagram.com​/​p​/​B9z8T_ugos6​/​?hl=en-gb​).... emphasis added). Nevertheless, within 48 hours, the government began to shut the country down. Jonson described this as still doing whatever it takes to support our economy.
Double-talk aside, the policy now was that, de facto, lives were to be less valued than livelihoods. The government, after all, had a vaccine against impoverishment: print money (which the Chancellor of the Exchequer pretty promptly did).

“Fantastic NHS, Fantastic Testing Systems…. Fantastic Surveillance” 

The intervention of the 500 scientists and the Imperial College team was entirely to be expected. There was a common, popular understanding of the constant and inventible threat of a novel viral pandemic, but the world’s politicians had failed to take it seriously and the press had largely done no better. For example, virological research, even post-self-limiting SARS-1 epidemic of 2003 -- which infected 8098,  of whom 746 died in 21 mainly distant countries -- was not deemed of public interest. Meetings such as, to take at random, the one held at the elegant Regency headquarters of The Royal Society in London on 14 May, 2012 to discuss how “to help predict the emergence of new epidemics”, were being ignored for years (https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rstb.2012.0193).The labs, whence would come vaccines against new killer viruses, were also simply not news. The press would be surprised and astonished when, as a result of this continued scientific attention, the therapies started to appear “in record time”. 
	It is unsurprising that science took the view that it was, in the words of the ethologist Richard Dawkins, “too important to be left to journalists” (A Devil’s Chaplain, 2003). “Science”, according to the popularizing physicist Jim Al-Khalili, writing                                                                                                                           in THE GUARDIAN, December 2020;
was either exciting --- or it was completely ignored by an indifferent world struggling to understand subjects too remote from everyday experience.
Scientists themselves, Dawkins thought, “may be better at [reporting science] than journalists anyway”. 
And, de facto, the press agreed. Coverage of science was initially left to such popularizing scientists. In the UK, the byline “From our Science Correspondent” first appears, on occasion, in The Times in 1871, then and thereafter penned by scientists, often extremely distinguished (eg T. H. Huxley).  When The Times finally hired a permanent correspondent, Sir Peter Chalmers Mitchell, Secretary of London’s Zoological Society, stepped up to the plate on a part-time basis. A full-time science correspondent without such eminent bona fides finally appears in The Manchester Guardian in 1924. 
And here is the rub: in reporting science, instead of “speaking truth to power”, journalists in practice actually agree with scientists that they rank below them when it comes to conveying information. However brutally they subject each other to peer review, the white-coated experts -- unless producing a glaring disaster -- are  given a pretty free ride by the press. Science is not watched closely enough for the scientific coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic to have been effectively informed, especially at the outset, but, as the crisis worsened, scientific coverage overall did, however, improve, at least in the less robotically pro-government partisan sections of the press. Space was made for scientists to write their own better informed comment columns.
Otherwise, the scientists could also be ignored because, as far as the press was concerned, the British government had protocols for dealing with all emergencies. A high-ranking Contingencies Committee would meet in Cabinet Office Briefing Room A, 40 Whitehall (ergo: the COBRA Committee). These would normally be closed to the press. Anyway, they were far from having on-call the long-abandoned expensively moth-balled-post Second World War of provisions the DORA (eg warehouses full of food ration books.)  Surreptitiously, there had been five such about the new coronavirus COBRA meets in the first months of 2020 but Johnson was too busy to attend any of them. (https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/cobra_meeting_dates_since_1st_ja). 
On 23 March, 2020, with over 5300 new cases a day presenting and a death toll of 355, the Prime Minister finally moved to lock the country down (but still not the ports). And what did this 20-day delay cost in terms of lives? Perhaps the best measure is to note the excess death figure -- that is, how many unexpected extra deaths beyond the statistical norm were registered in these 20 days? Perhaps the best measure of Covid-19’s severity was that 43,242 excess deaths over the statistical annual norm were recorded by May --  an increase of a third over the average annual mortality rate (uk/government/statistics/excess-mortality-in-england-weekly-reports).  (And Cheltenham Races? In the days following, the local health authority registered 989 cases of COVID-19, of whom 125 were to die. This was more than four-times times the per capita figure in the neighbouring city of Bristol.
“I Can See Absolutely Nothing….”

On 27 March, 2021, a year on from the first lockdown, the Prime Minister told the Conservative Spring Gathering that:
In just a few days’ time, I’m finally going to be able to go to the barbers. But more important than that, I’m going to be able to go down the street and cautiously, but irreversibly, I’m going to drink a pint of beer in the pub…. And as things stand, I can see absolutely nothing in the data to dissuade me from continuing along our roadmap to freedom, unlocking our economy and getting back to the life we love”. (https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/27/data-still-supports-lifting-covid-19-restrictions-insists-boris-johnson (​https:​/​​/​www.theguardian.com​/​world​/​2021​/​mar​/​27​/​data-still-supports-lifting-covid-19-restrictions-insists-boris-johnson​))
As usual Johnson was being somewhat economical with the truth as he himself acknowledged. Europe was undergoing a new wave that was “rising” rapidly even as he spoke; but his faith was undiminished: “We are in a different world from last spring and change is the result of one giant development: the fastest rollout of a vaccine this country has ever seen”. But the programme, however brilliant, was far from complete.
	The press, though, remained as insouciant as ever. Enough negative data already was known that should have given it -- and Johnson -- pause.
	Viruses mutate – an absolute given; and COVID was on its 4th – the Delta, or Indian, Variant. Early good data as to the vaccines’ ability to “capture” Delta was hopeful but still patchy. Less welcome were indications of seriously increased infectivity, an R0 of as much as 7. But the Government’s apparent continued belief in herd immunity was nevertheless to remain undented. The R0 suggests a need for 85.3% to be immune, and we are only vaccinating all over the age of 18 which requires more than the 56.2 million adults who live in the UK to be perfectly vaccinated. The much vaunted “link” between the disease and hospitalisations was certainly showing signs of being reduces but, even so, the vaccines were (are) not 100% perfect and a significant number of the admittedly decreased fatalities were of fully vaccinated patients. We would need to live with the disease as the R0 suggested total double vaccinations (still nowhere in sight and, anyway, rather an epidemiological impossibility as it would require immunising every man, woman, child and baby --even perhaps dogs and cats as well) would not eradicate the disease.
	But, unfortunately, the government was still with us. Boris Johnson is a Bourbon – he learns nothing and forgets nothing unless it is inconvenient to remember it. He might have mentioned the continental wave in the 23rd March speech, but he ignored India.
The Indian (Delta) mutation had been identified by October, 2020 and, by the following spring, had brought that county to its knees with tens of thousands of cases and its health care system in disarray. This did impinge on Johnson. On 19 April, because of COVID-19, he cancelled – at a week’s notice— a Brexiteering trip to the subcontinent. On 23 April, he turned India red and the last scheduled flight, Vistara 1017, landed in Heathrow at 18:38. But the pattern of prevarication and delay getting to the lockdown of March, 2020 – and the journalists’ failure to press for a full disclosure of the science behind this decision --  was repeating itself in plain sight. 
Pakistan and Bangladesh had been moved to red status on the 9 April but India remained amber until the 23 April. The government’s epidemically inane explanation for this, given to the House on 19 April, required the usual manipulation of the figures to demonstrate India with a higher infectivity rate was lower because they did more tests. Of course, the 23rd April announcement involved all arrivals from India being fully hotel-quarantined; but unsurprisingly, given the track record, the system was deeply flawed and the press was soon running stories on the lackadaisical promiscuous confusion in the Heathrow arrival hall as Indian passengers mingled promiscuously with all others for hours while being processed.




A Churchillian legacy for Johnson is looking unlikely and, perhaps, it is unfair to the Bourbons to hoist the Prime Minister with a Bourbonesque petard. For another ruler as hapless, helpless and hopeless we need to go back a millennium to Ethelred the Unready.
Perhaps leave that to history and just note Johnson has asserted more than once that the time for committees of inquiry into his conduct is not yet. This public record suggests that, on the contrary, it is long past.  The evidence of Dominic Cummings alone, whose motivation and legitimacy as a witness have been endlessly forensically examined by the press but whose testimony, which makes better sense of the whirligig of the record than anybody else’s, has not been evaluated for its scientific lucidity and logic. Although the failure to grasp the implication of probabilistics continued, the coverage did improve among the more sceptical press platforms, not least via the time honoured technique of allowing the scientists to write the material themselves. For the journalist, the science’s, essentially black-box, frame remained, a matter of the incantation of uncontextualized numbers which did not even address a herd immunity figure.
Before the next (inevitable) pandemic panic, the press might learn enough of science to evaluate what stats matter and what do note, or alternatively ask someone who does.
  






